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1.0

PURPOSE AND NEED
1.1

Study History

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and the Maine Department of
Transportation (MDOT) are evaluating a potential two-lane highway connecting U.S.
Route 1 (Route 1) at Veterans Circle with the Route I-295/Congress Street interchange in
Portland, Maine (Figure 1-1, page 1-1 and Figure 1-2, page 1-2). The initial evaluation
of the transportation need for a new highway
connection began in 1995 with the I-295
Connector Road Study prepared by the
Portland Area Comprehensive Transportation
Committee (PACTS). On page 8 of that study,
a Connector Road between Commercial Street
and Congress Street near I-295 was
recommended.
The 1995 study documented:
• A need for a more efficient and safer
connection between the residential
western edge of the Portland peninsula
known as the Western Promenade and
I-295 northbound.
• A need for an improved connection for the
Figure 1-1
active portion of the Portland waterfront
called the Old Port to I-295 northbound via Commercial Street and Veterans Circle.
• High-crash locations and peak-hour traffic operational problems at various
intersections along the route connecting the Western Promenade and the Old Port
with I-295 northbound at the Congress Street interchange.
• A need for an improved connection between Veterans Circle and Congress Street
west of I-295.
• A need for improved access to support increased development of underdeveloped
lands including land adjacent to Fore River west of Veterans Circle.
The highway network limitation common to the preceding needs is the lack of a direct
connection between Veterans Circle/Route 1 and I-295 northbound at the Congress Street
interchange. Roadway connections to/from Route 1 and the Old Port via Commercial
Street and the Western Promenade occur through Veterans Circle (Figure 1-2, page 1-2).
From Veterans Circle, Route 1 connects to I-295 southbound only. Connections to I-295
northbound from Veterans Circle are made at the I-295/Congress Street interchange.
This connection requires travelling from Veterans Circle northbound on St. John Street to
Park Avenue to the I-295 interchange (Figure 1-2, page 1-2). This route involves
traversing several congested intersections and is not efficient for personal or commercial
travel. A large break-bulk handling operation, and several other industrial uses located
adjacent to Veterans Circle, must direct all their truck trips destined for I-295 northbound
along the St. John Street/Park Avenue route.
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One alternative to creating improved access that would support the redevelopment of the
vacant lands immediately west of Veterans Circle involved a concept-level study of
tunneling under Veterans Circle to connect the break bulk and industrial uses adjacent to
Veteran’s Circle with the Fore River North Area. A privately financed 1996 study
estimated the cost of such a connection to the Fore River North Area west of Veterans
Circle and Route 1 at $2,539,000. This cost was considered prohibitively expensive to
gain access to these lands.
In 1998, MDOT began the preliminary engineering and National Environment Policy Act
(NEPA) analysis and documentation required for this Environmental Assessment (EA) of
a connection between Route 1 at Veterans Circle and the I-295/Congress Street
interchange.
At that time, such a connection involved a new highway connecting Veterans Circle with
I-295 at a reconfigured I-295/Congress Street interchange. In 1999, the interchange
reconfiguration was separated from the overall Connector Road Study and advanced as a
stand-alone study. This action was proposed to allow the interchange reconfiguration to
proceed on an accelerated schedule so that the improved interchange would be in place
coincident with the initiation of AMTRAK service at the adjacent Portland
Transportation Center.
Given that the interchange reconfiguration was needed to address safety and access
limitations that existed with or without a Connector Road, the reconfiguration was
considered to have independent utility. Consequently, to allow for the reconfiguration to
occur in time to improve access to and from the Portland Transportation Center's
intermodal services, those improvements were documented in the NEPA process as a
Categorical Exclusion. The reconfigured I-295/Congress Street interchange opened to
traffic in the fall of 2000.
1.1.1

Study Area

Figure 1-3, page 1-4, illustrates the Study Area. Within the Study Area, St. John Street,
Park Avenue, and Congress Street are densely developed with a mix of commercial,
industrial, and residential land uses. Danforth Street and the Western Promenade are
primarily residential in nature. The Maine Medical Center is located on the northwestern
edge of the Western Promenade, and can be accessed from Danforth Street. Commercial
Street, although lightly developed with commercial and industrial uses as it enters the
Study Area, is a principal connector between Portland's waterfront, Route 1, and points
west.
Portland's active waterfront involves containerized cargo operations and passenger ferry
service among other types of waterfront commerce. The lack of a direct connection
between the Old Port and I-295 northbound at the Congress Street interchange and
locations west of that interchange accessed from Congress Street results in a diversion of
truck and automobile trips onto other routes involving congested streets. As Portland's
waterfront grows as a shipping and tourist destination, the impact of larger numbers of
diverted trips on travel time and quality of life in the downtown area increases.
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The largest vacant land in the Study Area is the 16.2-hectare (40-acre) Fore River North
Area. These lands that separate Route 1 and Veterans Circle from I-295 have historically
functioned as a transportation corridor. During portions of the 1800s and early 1900s,
several railroad lines converged at a large railroad-switching yard located at the eastern
end of the Fore River North Area. The Guilford Springfield Transportation Mountain
Division Railroad (GSTMD) has continued in operation to this time. Portions of the Fore
River North Area's western end were used by area residents and businesses as a dumping
ground during the early 1900s. The ability to redevelop these vacant lands would be
enhanced if roadway access were present. Currently, there are no paved public roads that
access the Fore River North Area.
Soils in portions of the Fore River North Area are contaminated by remnants of these past
transportation and refuse uses.
The City of Portland has expressed interest in supporting development of the Fore River
North Area, as have the companies that own much of this property. The primary
limitation to achieving this development is the lack of roadway access to the Fore River
North Area.
1.2

Study Purpose and Need
1.2.1

Purpose

The purpose of this Study is to evaluate transportation alternatives of a new highway
connecting Route 1/Veterans Circle and the I-295/Congress Street interchange in
Portland. This connection would improve current and future traffic operations as well as
create access to multimodal transportation opportunities and undeveloped sections of the
Study Area.
1.2.2

Study Needs

The Study's transportation needs are related to the poor access to I-295 northbound from
Route 1 at Veterans Circle. Satisfying these needs involves the construction of a new
connector that, if located on the Fore River North Area, could create access to
developable lands and improve access to Thompsons Point and the Portland
Transportation Center. Until these needs are satisfied, the resultant diverted traffic and
deferred development contributes to:
•
•
•
•
•

Designated high crash locations (HCL).
Hazardous pedestrian and bicyclist conditions.
Commuter and truck intrusion into residential areas.
Inefficient traffic operations at Study Area intersections.
Lost opportunities for creation of employment and tax base.
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1.2.3

Study Purpose and Need

At the initiation of this Study, a Public Advisory Committee (PAC) was established to
provide public input to the Study and the evaluation and evolution of Study Alternatives
(Purpose). Individual objectives developed with assistance of the PAC for the Study
related to the Needs listed in Section 1.2.2, page 1-5 are:
•

Improve/eliminate designated high crash locations.
Reduce number of crashes at Veterans Circle.
Improve safety at St. John Street's intersections with Congress Street and Park
Avenue.

•

Improve/eliminate hazardous pedestrian and bicyclist conditions.
Improve quality and safety of access between the Old Port and Thompsons Point
for vehicles, bicycles, and pedestrians.
Improve access to the Portland Transportation Center, an intermodal center
providing access to bus and rail connections at Thompsons Point from the Old
Port and the Western Promenade.

•

Improve/eliminate commuter and truck intrusion into residential areas.
Reduce passenger vehicle and truck volumes on Danforth Street and through
Deering Oaks Park.
Improve deficient access between the Western Promenade and I-295 at the
Congress Street interchange.

•

Improve/eliminate inefficient traffic operations at Study Area intersections.
Improve congested operations at Veterans Circle.
Improve traffic operations at St. John Street's intersections with Congress Street
and Park Avenue.

•

Improve/eliminate lost opportunities for creation of employment and tax base.
Improve insufficient access to existing and potential development areas between
Thompsons Point and Veterans Circle.
Improve potential for redevelopment of St. John Street from its mixed
industrial/office character into a less-industrially-defined corridor by reducing
congestion and improving access.
1.3

Other Federal and State Decisions and Actions that Influence the
Scope of this EA

There were no other federal or state actions that influenced the scope of this EA.
1.4

Federal and State Decisions and Actions

This EA documents the analysis FHWA deems necessary to decide whether it can make a
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). The purpose of the EA is to develop and
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discuss alternatives and the impacts of those alternatives on the human and natural
environment. FHWA's decision is to identify the alternative that best satisfies the study
Purpose and Need and that has minimal effect on the environment. If this alternative has
no significant impacts to the human and natural environment, a FONSI is issued. A
FONSI documents study compliance with the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ)
Regulations for Implementing NEPA [40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 15001508], and FHWA's Environmental Impact Related Procedures (23 CFR 771) and other
environmental statutes and orders.
Completion of the EA process would also satisfy Phase I and Phase II of the Army Corps
of Engineers (ACOE) Highway Methodology Procedure. Completion of Phase II results
in an ACOE determination that the selected alternative is the Least Environmentally
Damaging Practical Alternative (LEDPA). As documented in an October 17, 2001 letter
(Table 5-2, page 5-5) the ACOE has endorsed the Preferred Alternative as the Least
Environmentally Damaging Practical Alternative (LEDPA). Additionally, the selected
alternative should also meet the basic project purpose as defined by the ACOE. That
basic purpose defined by the ACOE being "to improve traffic operations and safety for
vehicles travelling east-west between Congress Street/I-295 and Veterans Circle…"
(Table 5-2, page 5-5).
At a state level, while satisfied by the previously-referenced I-295 Connector Road Study,
the EA process reinforces this study's compliance with Maine’s Sensible Transportation
Policy Act (STPA).
MDOT actions that can only proceed after completion of the EA review and issuance of a
FHWA FONSI include final design, right-of-way acquisition, and construction.
1.5

Scope of this Environmental Analysis

This analysis documents the detailed study alternatives and potential impacts to the
social, economic, and natural environment within which the Preferred Alternative will be
identified. These impacts are avoided and minimized as feasible and practicable.
Mitigation for unavoidable impacts is proposed as appropriate.
1.5.1

Scoping Process

The Study's Purpose and Need was presented to an interagency meeting of state and
federal regulatory agencies in Spring 2000. Study Area environmental constraints were
discussed. Issues related to floodplain and rare species were eliminated from detailed
analysis based on knowledge that these constraints were not physically proximate to
study alternatives. Air quality, noise, and wetlands were specifically identified by the
attending agencies for detailed analysis.
1.6
•

Applicable Regulations, Required Coordination, and Permits

National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), as amended. Regulations found
in 40 CFR 1500-1508, and as regulated by United States Department of
Transportation (USDOT)-FHWA in 23 CFR 771
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•

Sections 401 and 404 of the Clean Water Act, as regulated by the US Army Corps of
Engineers

•

Executive Order 11988, Floodplain Management Act, May 24, 1977

•

Executive Order 11990, Protection of Wetlands, May 24, 1977

•

Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in
Minority Populations and Low Income Populations, February 11, 1994

•

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, National Pollutant Discharge Elimination
System (NPDES)

•

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966

•

Maine Department of Environmental Protection, Natural Resources Protection Act,
38 Maine Revised Statutes Annotated (MRSA) 480-A et seq.

•

Maine Department of Environmental Protection, Solid Waste Management Law,
38 MRSA 1301

•

Maine Department of Environmental Protection (MDEP)/Maine Department of
Transportation (MDOT)/Maine Turnpike Authority Stormwater Memorandum of
Understanding
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